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In Lima and in Washington, the upcoming trial of a group of military officers charged in connection
with the kidnapping and murder of a professor and nine students from the Enrique Guzman y Valle
University in Lima, known as La Cantuta, is shaping up as a litmus test for the ability of President
Alberto Fujimori's regime to improve respect for human rights in Peru. The central issue at stake is
the ability of the civilian administration, including the judiciary, to exert control over the powerful
armed forces by bringing an end to military impunity.
In Lima, as fear of attacks from the rebel Shining Path (Sendero Luminoso) organization has
diminished, the population has increasingly focused its attention on the Cantuta case as a key test of
the degree of independence enjoyed by the judicial system.
In Washington, the case has become a benchmark to measure the extent of respect for human rights
achieved by the Fujimori administration. Citing pressure from members of the US Senate, President
Bill Clinton's administration is withholding disbursement of US$105 million in balance of payments
support to Peru pending an improvement in the human rights situation. "La Cantuta is shaping up
to be the test case that will make or break aid to Peru," Juan Mendez, executive director of Americas
Watch, told the New York Times.
The case, which has drawn extensive domestic and international media coverage, has come down
to a battle between the military and civilian court systems for jurisdiction over trial of the officers
involved. To date, ten officers have been charged in connection with the case. Eight of the officers,
including two generals, have already been arrested. Although the government and the military
have generally dragged their feet in the investigation which has gone forward largely on the basis of
discoveries made by investigative reporters and revelations made by their informants the Attorney
General's office eventually appointed a special prosecutor to oversee the case.
The prosecutor, Victor Cubas, discovered such overwhelming evidence against the military
personnel implicated in the case that on Dec. 16 he presented criminal charges against eight Army
officers before a civilian judge, Carlomagno Chacon. Chacon subsequently ordered the arrest of ten
Army officers and issued a summons against another. The ten were charged with abuse of authority,
kidnapping, and pre-meditated homicide. Chacon instructed the Defense Ministry and Army high
command to place the suspects at the disposition of the court, ordered immigration authorities to
prevent the accused officers from leaving the country, and called for their bank accounts to be frozen
and assets embargoed pending trial.
However, on Dec. 17, the armed forces sought a Supreme Court injunction against the civilian case,
calling instead for the case to be tried in military courts. The issue of jurisdiction is expected to be
decided by the Supreme Court by the end of January. "It is a test of how autonomous civilian power
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really is in Peru," said Enrique Bernales, editor of Peru Paz and president of the Constitution and
Society Institute (Instituto Constitucion y Sociedad, ICS). "If La Cantuta goes to a civilian court,
it will be a public trial. Military judges are not autonomous. The sentences could be decided by
the Army high command." Military courts in Peru are closed to all civilian observers, including
journalists, diplomats, human rights observers, and relatives of the victims.
The officers accused in the Cantuta case belong to the Colina Army intelligence unit, led by Maj.
Martin Rivas. The brigade is known for its violent counterinsurgency tactics, and has recently
been charged in connection with other cases of human rights violations, including the May 1992
disappearance of nine persons in the department of Ancash and the June 1992 disappearance of
journalist Pedro Yauri Bustamente.
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